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ABSTRACT
Background: n-3 and n-6 PUFAs have physiologic roles in sleep
processes, but little is known regarding circulating n-3 and n-6 PUFA
and sleep parameters.
Objectives: We sought to assess associations between biomarkers
of n-3 and n-6 PUFA intake with self-reported sleep duration and
difficulty falling sleeping in the Fatty Acids and Outcome Research
Consortium.
Methods: Harmonized, de novo, individual-level analyses were
performed and pooled across 12 cohorts. Participants were 35–
96 y old and from 5 nations. Circulating measures included α-
linolenic acid (ALA), EPA, docosapentaenoic acid (DPA), DHA,
EPA + DPA + DHA, linoleic acid, and arachidonic acid. Sleep
duration (10 cohorts, n = 18,791) was categorized as short (≤6 h),
7–8 h (reference), or long (≥9 h). Difficulty falling asleep (8 cohorts,
n = 12,500) was categorized as yes or no. Associations between

PUFAs, sleep duration, and difficulty falling sleeping were assessed
by cross-sectional multinomial logistic regression using standardized
protocols and covariates. Cohort-specific multivariable-adjusted ORs
per quintile of PUFAs were pooled with inverse–variance weighted
meta-analysis.
Results: In pooled analysis adjusted for sociodemographic charac-
teristics and health status, participants with higher very long-chain
n-3 PUFAs were less likely to have long sleep duration. In the top
compared with the bottom quintiles, the multivariable-adjusted ORs
(95% CIs) for long sleep were 0.78 (95% CI: 0.65, 0.95) for DHA
and 0.76 (95% CI: 0.63, 0.93) for EPA + DPA + DHA. Significant
associations for ALA and n-6 PUFA with short sleep duration or
difficulty falling sleeping were not identified.
Conclusions: Participants with higher concentrations of very long-
chain n-3 PUFAs were less likely to have long sleep duration. While
objective biomarkers reduce recall bias and misclassification, the
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cross-sectional design limits assessment of the temporal nature of
this relation. These novel findings across 12 cohorts highlight the
need for experimental and biological assessments of very long-chain
n-3 PUFAs and sleep duration. Am J Clin Nutr 2022;115:864–
876.

Keywords: sleep quality, omega-3, fatty acids, diet, public health,
biomarkers

Introduction
A number of epidemiologic studies show that short sleep (≤6

h/d) is associated with a variety of physical impairments (1) and
increased risk of all-cause mortality (2–5), cardiovascular disease
(6, 7), and incident diabetes (8, 9). In addition, similar and even
stronger chronic disease and mortality risk relations have been
observed among people who report long sleep duration (≥9 h/d)
(2, 3, 5, 10). Independent of duration, as a parameter of sleep
quality, difficulty sleeping has been linked to angina (11) and
is a feature of insomnia that is associated with increased risk of
cardiovascular disease and mortality (12, 13).

The American Academy of Sleep Medicine recommends that
adults aged 18–60 y sleep ≥7 h per night (14). The National Sleep
Foundation has a similar lower-limit recommendation but places
an upper limit of 8 h for people aged ≥65 and 9 h for people aged
18–64 y (15). According to national data from the United States,
35% of adults report insufficient sleep (≤6 h) (16), and sleep
deprivation has been described as a major public health problem
by the CDC (17).

Certain nutrients may have physiologic effects on sleep
regulation, particularly n-3 and n-6 PUFAs. DHA is important for
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sleep regulation (18) through its a role in regulating melatonin
production (19). A study of 63 obese adults with sleep apnea
found that higher tissue concentrations of DHA were associated
with better sleep (20) and lower risk of severe apnea (21). In a
randomized trial among 362 children, those with lower blood
concentrations of DHA and lower DHA:arachidonic acid (AA,
20:4n-6) ratios at baseline had more sleep disturbances. DHA
supplementation for 16 wk resulted in longer sleep (58 min) and
fewer wakings (7/night) in a subset of 42 children with sleep
actigraphy measures (22). Larger cohort studies are very limited.
Among 405 Mexican adolescents, higher compared with lower
plasma DHA (across quartiles) was associated with 32 min more
sleep (23). Oily fish intake was positively associated with sleep
quality among 677 adults in Ecuador (24). PUFA (n-6) may also
influence sleep. AA is a metabolically regulated precursor of
a prostaglandin D2, a potent sleep promoter (25), suggesting a
possible role of n-6 PUFAs with sleep.

Very few studies of sleep metrics have assessed blood
biomarkers of PUFA intake, which provide objective measures
of dietary intake and assessment of individual PUFAs including
plant-derived α-linolenic acid (18:3n-3, ALA), seafood-derived,
very long-chain EPA, docosapentaenoic acid (22:5n-3, DPA),
and DHA; plant oil–derived linolenic acid (18:2n-6, LA); and
metabolically regulated AA. We conducted harmonized, de
novo, individual-level analyses within 12 studies in the Fatty
Acids and Outcomes Research Consortium (FORCE) to assess
relations between n-3 and n-6 PUFA biomarkers and sleep. We
hypothesized that lower concentrations of both PUFA families
would be associated with suboptimal sleep, including greater risk
of short and long sleep and difficulty falling sleeping.

Subjects and Methods

Cohorts and study variables

FORCE (https://force.nutrition.tufts.edu/) was formed within
the framework of the Cohorts for Heart and Aging Research
in Genomic Epidemiology consortium fatty acid working group
(26, 27) to assess the relations of fatty acid biomarkers with
health outcomes. For this analysis, cohorts who were members of
FORCE as of May 2018 were invited to participate. The Chicago
Area Sleep Study (CASS) cohort was included due to an existing
collaboration with an expert within FORCE. Included cohorts had
data from participants aged ≥18 y on concentrations in blood
or adipose tissue of the following: 1) long-chain n-3 PUFAs
(ALA, EPA, and DHA) and 2) n-6 PUFAs (AA and LA) and
measures of either sleep duration and/or difficulty falling asleep.
Concentrations of DPA were also evaluated if available but were
not required. In total, 12 studies had available data and agreed
to participate (Table 1). All studies obtained institutional review
board approval and informed consent from participants. The
pooled analysis was approved by the Clinical Research Ethics
Board at the University of British Columbia (H18-01641).

Details of participating cohorts, study participants, and fatty
acid assessment and methods for ascertainment of sleep duration
and difficulty falling sleeping are presented in the Supplemen-
tary Methods, Supplementary Table 1, and Supplementary
Figure 1. Briefly, fatty acid concentrations were assessed with
GC in each cohort in ≥1 lipid compartments, including RBCs,
plasma phospholipids, cholesterol esters, total plasma/serum,
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or adipose tissue. PUFA concentrations in each cohort were
expressed as a percentage of total fatty acids in the lipid pool
analyzed.

Sleep duration was determined via standardized questionnaires
in each cohort (Supplementary Methods) using similar methods
(e.g., “How many hours do you usually sleep per night?”),
with the exception of the CASS, for which a self-reported
sleep diary was used. Sleep duration was categorized as short
(≤6 h), normal 7–8 h (reference), or long (9+ h) based on
existing evidence on sleep duration and health (28, 29) and the
corresponding recommendations from the American Academy
of Sleep Medicine (30) and National Sleep Foundation (15).
The upper limit of 8 h for normal sleep was utilized based on
the National Sleep Foundation recommendation for individuals
aged ≥65 y, as 6 of 10 cohorts assessing sleep duration had a
mean age >65 y. That said, the mean sleep duration within the
long sleep category was ≥9 h in most cohorts. For example, a
mean ± SD of 9.79 ± 1.37 h in the Finnish Diabetes Prevention
Study (Table 1). Difficulty falling sleeping was self-reported
by questionnaire with similar methods (e.g., “Do you have
difficulties falling asleep in the evening?” and categorized as yes
or no (Supplementary Methods). The mean sleep duration and
prevalence of difficulty falling sleeping is provided in Table 1
along with other cohort descriptors.

Statistical analysis in individual studies

Prior to invitation of cohorts, a standardized analysis protocol
was developed, approved by the FORCE central committee, and
provided to each participating cohort. The protocol prespecified
the exposures, outcomes, relevant covariates, effect modifiers,
and statistical methods. Each cohort subsequently performed
de novo, individual-level statistical analysis according to this
protocol. Study-specific approaches were permitted for modeling
covariates (e.g., number of education categories, case deletion
for missing covariates), depending on availability and prior
established cohort-specific approaches. Cohort-specific results
were entered into a standardized form and compiled centrally;
the results were then pooled using meta-analysis.

The primary exposure variables were the n-3 PUFAs: ALA,
EPA, DPA, DHA, and the sum of EPA + DPA + DHA which
was considered a biomarker of fatty fish intake, whereas the n-
6 PUFAs (LA and AA) were secondary. Although n-3 and n-6
PUFAs represent distinct fatty acid classes, they share desaturates
and elongases in their biosynthesis pathways. Pearson correlation
coefficients were calculated between individual PUFAs in each
cohort. Multinomial logistic regression models were fitted to data
for the following: 1) sleep duration, comparing short and long
to normal sleep, and 2) difficulty falling sleeping, comparing
those who reported difficulty to those who did not. PUFAs were
evaluated as a continuous linear variable in a unit of the study-
specific interquintile range (IQR, i.e., the difference between
the midpoint of the top and bottom quintiles, the 90th and 10th
percentiles) and, in separate models, as study-specific quintiles
as indicator variables (quintile 1 as referent) to assess potential
nonlinear associations.

Model 1 included age, sex, field site if applicable, race (white
or nonwhite), education (<high school, high school graduate,
college or higher), occupation (clerical or other), physical
activity (kcal/week), smoking (never, former, or current), alcohol
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consumption (servings/wk), prevalent hypertension (treated or
self-reported), prevalent dyslipidaemia (treated or self-reported),
prevalent coronary artery disease, BMI, and waist circumference.
As dietary behaviors may confound associations between PUFAs
and sleep, model 2 further adjusted for melatonin use (yes/no)
and diet-related variables: fish oil use (yes/no), fish/seafood
consumption (servings/wk), and the healthy eating index (HEI)
or fruit and vegetable consumption (servings/wk) if HEI was
unavailable. The HEI is an indication of overall diet quality of
which seafood and plant proteins and fatty acids [polyunsaturated
fatty acids (PUFAs) + monounsaturated fatty acids)/saturated
fatty acids] are components comprising a maximum of 15 out
of 100 points (31). Study-specific measures of interaction by age
(<60 or ≥60 y), sex (male or female), and BMI (in kg/m2; <30
or ≥30) using model 1 were obtained, where possible, depending
on cohort demographics.

Meta-analysis

Study-specific regression coefficients and SEs were pooled
with an inverse-variance weighted meta-analysis to estimate
summary ORs and corresponding CIs per IQR or from quintile
comparisons. Linear trends across quintiles were determined
by inverse-variance weighted meta-regression. Overall hetero-
geneity was assessed using I2 (32) and considered low if
<35% and moderate if 36–69% (27). Interactions were tested
by pooling cohort-specific coefficients of cross-product terms
from model 1 in meta-analysis. As interaction analyses were
exploratory, we corrected for multiple testing for these with
α < 0.002 (0.05; 7 PUFA variables; 3 potential effect modi-
fiers). Meta-analyses were performed using R version 3.4.3 (R
Foundation for Statistical Computing) and Stata 14.2 (StataCorp
LLC).

Results
Across the 12 participating cohorts, the mean age ranged

from 48 to 80 y, and overall age from 35 to 96 y (Table 1).
Two cohorts recruited only males, 1 only females, and 9 both
sexes. Average BMI ranged from 23 to 31. Most studies recruited
predominantly white participants, although meaningful numbers
of nonwhite participants were included in the Women’s Health
Initiative–Memory Study (12.4% nonwhite), Singapore Chinese
Health Study (100% Chinese), CASS (30.4% African American,
26.6% Hispanic, 21.9% Asian), and the Cardiovascular Health
Study (15.9% nonwhite). Ten studies had information on sleep
duration (total n = 18,791), and 8 on difficulty falling sleeping
(n = 12,500).

Mean ± SD concentrations and 10th and 90th percentiles for
LA, AA, ALA, EPA, DPA, DHA, and EPA + DPA + DHA
are presented in Supplementary Table 2. PUFA concentrations
within a given compartment (e.g., plasma phospholipids) were
largely similar across cohorts with the exception of the Age,
Gene/Environment Susceptibility Study-Reykjavik in Iceland,
in which cod liver oil use was prevalent, where long-chain
n-3 PUFA concentrations were higher. PUFA concentrations
varied by lipid compartments and were typical of concentrations
reported in previous studies (27, 33, 34). Correlations between
PUFAs in each cohort are provided in Supplementary Tables

3a and b. In general, LA was inversely associated with n-3
PUFAs while EPA, DPA, DHA, and EPA + DPA + DHA were
moderately correlated.

PUFA concentrations and short sleep duration

In pooled analyses per IQR, no significant associations
between short sleep and any PUFAs were observed in model 1
(Figure 1) or model 2 (Supplementary Figure 2). Heterogeneity
was minimal, except moderate for AA (I2 = 49%). Similarly,
pooled analyses of quintiles did not reveal any statistically
significant associations (Figure 2), although ORs between very
long-chain n-3 PUFAs and short sleep tended to be <1.0. No
linear trends across quintiles were observed in model 1 or 2 (P<

0.05 for all).

PUFA concentrations and long sleep duration

When evaluating long sleep duration (9+ h), summed concen-
trations of very long-chain n-3 PUFAs (EPA + DPA + DHA)
were associated with lower risk, with an OR per IQR of 0.86
(95% CI: 0.75, 0.99) (Figure 3). Associations of individual very-
long chain n-3 PUFAs were similar; for example, the OR per
IQR of DHA was 0.86 (95% CI: 0.74, 1.00). Heterogeneity was
moderate, with I2 = 43.5% for EPA, 58.7% for DHA, and 52.7%
for EPA + DPA + DHA. Pooled analyses comparing quintiles
as indicator categories were consistent with these results, with
statistically significant inverse associations across quintiles of
EPA, DHA, and EPA + DPA + DHA with long sleep duration
(Figure 4). For example, the OR (95% CI) for DHA was 0.78
(95% CI: 0.65, 0.95) and for EPA + DPA + DHA, 0.76 (95%
CI: 0.63, 0.93). Associations were modestly attenuated with
additional adjustment for dietary intake and sleep measures in
model 2. Linear trends across quintiles for EPA and DHA did
not meet statistical significance in model 2 (P = 0.09 and P =
0.08). No significant associations were seen between n-6 PUFAs
and long sleep in model 1 (Figure 3) or model 2 (Supplementary
Figure 3).

Difficulty falling sleeping

Higher concentrations of ALA were associated with a
borderline lower risk of difficulty falling sleeping in model 1
(OR per IQR 0.91, 95% CI: 0.84, 1.00), but this was attenuated
in model 2 (Supplementary Figure 4). No other significant
associations between PUFAs and difficulty falling sleeping were
observed (Figure 5 and Supplementary Figure 3). Heterogeneity
between studies was minimal, highest for ALA (I2 = 33.9%). No
linear trends across quintiles were observed (P < 0.05 for all).
In quintile analyses, significant associations were generally not
identified, although ORs for higher concentrations of DHA were
<1.0 (Figure 6).

Exploratory analyses of effect modification

There was little evidence that the relation between PUFA
concentrations and sleep varied according to differences in age,
sex, or BMI (P-interaction for each not significant).



868 Murphy et al.

FIGURE 1 Forest plot of associations between n-3 and n-6 PUFAs per IQR and short sleep duration. ORs and 95% CIs per IQR defined as 90th minus
10th percentiles of circulating PUFA pooled by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models for model 1, n = 18,791. Each cohort-
specific association was assessed with multivariable regression models adjusted for sex, age, field site (if applicable), race, income, education, occupation,
smoking status, physical activity, alcohol consumption, prevalent dyslipidemia, prevalent hypertension, prevalent coronary artery disease, triglycerides, BMI,
and waist circumference. POEM and SCHS only have data for combined EPA + DHA, as DPA data were not measured. AA; arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age,
Gene/Environment Susceptibility-Reykjavik; ALA, α-linolenic acid; CASS, Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE, cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health
Study; DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA; docosapentaenoic acid; EPA; eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; IQR, interquintile
range; KIHD, Kuopio Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors;
PL, phospholipid; POEM, Prospective investigation of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS, Singapore Chinese Health Study; WHIMS, Women’s Health
Initiative-Memory Study.
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FIGURE 2 Forest plot of associations between quintiles of n-3 and n-6 PUFAs and short sleep. ORs and 95% CIs per quintile of circulating PUFA pooled
by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models, n = 18,791. Model 1 included age, sex, field site, race, education, occupation, physical
activity, smoking, alcohol use, prevalent hypertension (treated or self-reported), prevalent dyslipidemia (treated or self-reported), prevalent coronary artery
disease, BMI, and waist circumference. Model 2 was further adjusted for dietary and sleep-related variables: melatonin use, fish/seafood consumption, and
HEI or fruit and vegetable consumption if HEI was unavailable. AA, arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age, Gene/Environment Susceptibility-Reykjavik; ALA,
α-linolenic acid; CASS; Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE; cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health Study; DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA,
docosapentaenoic acid; EPA, eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; HEI, healthy eating index; KIHD, Kuopio Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk
Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors; PL, phospholipid; POEM, Prospective investigation
of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS; Singapore Chinese Health Study; WHIMS, Women’s Health Initiative-Memory Study.
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FIGURE 3 Forest plot of associations between n-3 and n-6 PUFAs per IQR and long sleep. ORs and 95% CIs per IQR defined as 90th minus 10th
percentiles of circulating PUFA pooled by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models for model 1, n = 18,791. Each cohort-specific
association was assessed with multivariable regression models adjusted for sex, age, field site (if applicable), race, income, education, occupation, smoking
status, physical activity, alcohol consumption, prevalent dyslipidemia, prevalent hypertension, prevalent coronary artery disease, triglycerides, BMI, and
waist circumference. POEM and SCHS only have data for combined EPA + DHA, as DPA data are not available. AA, arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age,
Gene/Environment Susceptibility-Reykjavik; ALA, α-linolenic acid; CASS, Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE; cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health
Study; DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA, docosapentaenoic acid; EPA, eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; KIHD, Kuopio
Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors; PL, phospholipid;
POEM, Prospective investigation of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS, Singapore Chinese Health Study; WHIMS, Women’s Health Initiative-Memory
Study.
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FIGURE 4 Forest plot of associations between quintiles of n-3 and n-6 PUFAs and long sleep duration. ORs and 95% CIs per quintile of circulating PUFA
pooled by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models, n = 18,791. Model 1 included age, sex, field site, race, education, occupation,
physical activity, smoking, alcohol use, prevalent hypertension (treated or self-reported), prevalent dyslipidemia (treated or self-reported), prevalent coronary
artery disease, BMI, and waist circumference. Model 2 was further adjusted for dietary and sleep-related variables: melatonin use, fish/seafood consumption,
and HEI or fruit and vegetable consumption if HEI was unavailable. AA, arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age, Gene/Environment Susceptibility-Reykjavik, ALA,
α-linolenic acid; CASS, Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE, cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health Study; DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA,
docosapentaenoic acid; EPA, eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; HEI, healthy eating index; KIHD, Kuopio Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk
Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors; PL, phospholipid; POEM, Prospective investigation
of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS, Singapore Chinese Health Study; WHIMS, Women’s Health Initiative-Memory Study.
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FIGURE 5 Forest plot of associations between n-3 and n-6 PUFAs per IQR and difficulty sleeping. ORs and 95% CIs per IQR defined as 90th minus 10th

percentiles of circulating or tissue PUFA pooled by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models for model 1, n = 12,500. Each cohort-
specific association was assessed with multivariable regression models adjusted for sex, age, field site (if applicable), race, income, education, occupation,
smoking status, physical activity, alcohol consumption, prevalent dyslipidemia, prevalent hypertension, prevalent coronary artery disease, triglycerides, BMI,
and waist circumference. POEM and ULSAM-50 only have data for combined EPA + DHA, as DPA was not measured. AA, arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age,
Gene/Environment Susceptibility-Reykjavik; ALA, α-linolenic acid; CASS, Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE, cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health
Study; DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA, docosapentaenoic acid; EPA, eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; KIHD, Kuopio
Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors; PL, phospholipid;
POEM, Prospective investigation of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS, Singapore Chinese Health Study; ULSAM-70, Uppsala Longitudinal Study of
Adult Men-70; WHIMS, Women’s Health Initiative-Memory Study.
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FIGURE 6 Forest plot of associations between quintiles of n-3 and n-6 PUFAs and difficulty sleeping. ORs and 95% CIs per quintile of circulating
or tissue PUFA pooled by inverse variance weighted meta-analysis from fixed-effect models, n = 12,500. Model 1 included age, sex, field site, race,
education, occupation, physical activity, smoking, alcohol use, prevalent hypertension (treated or self-reported), prevalent dyslipidemia (treated or self-reported),
prevalent coronary artery disease, BMI, and waist circumference. Model 2 further adjusted for dietary and sleep-related variables: melatonin use, fish/seafood
consumption, and HEI or fruit and vegetable consumption if HEI was unavailable. AA, arachidonic acid; AGES-R, Age, Gene/Environment Susceptibility-
Reykjavik; ALA, α-linolenic acid; CASS, Chicago Area Sleep Study; CE, cholesterol ester; CHS, Cardiovascular Health Study; DHA, docosahexaenoic acid;
DPS, Finnish Diabetes Prevention Study; DPA, docosapentaenoic acid; EPA, eicosapentaenoic acid; FHS, Framingham Heart Study; HEI, healthy eating
index; KIHD, Kuopio Ischaemic Heart Disease Risk Factor Study; LA, linoleic acid; PIVUS, Prospective Investigation of the Vasculature in Uppsala Seniors;
PL, phospholipid; POEM, Prospective investigation of Obesity, Energy and Metabolism; SCHS, Singapore Chinese Health Study, WHIMS; Women’s Health
Initiative-Memory Study.
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Discussion
Based on harmonized, de novo, individual-level analyses and

pooling across 12 studies from 5 countries, higher blood/tissue
concentrations of EPA + DPA + DHA and DHA alone
were associated with lower odds of long sleep duration. This
was particularly evident when comparing the highest with the
lowest quintiles of these n-3 PUFAs. In contrast, no significant
associations were identified with short sleep, difficulty falling
asleep, or for the plant-derived n-3 ALA or the n-6 LA or AA.
These findings, in a well-powered, biomarker-assessed, diverse
study suggest a specificity of association for very long-chain n-3
PUFA biomarkers and long sleep duration, and to our knowledge,
this study represents the most comprehensive examination to date
of the associations between circulating PUFAs and measures of
sleep.

The lower likelihood of long sleep duration among individuals
with higher concentrations of very long chain n-3 PUFAs may
suggest potential positive effects on sleep consolidation/quality.
Although sleep duration is 1 of the most widely used parameters
of sleep quality, it is just 1 dimension of sleep which has other
dimensions such as timing and regularity (15). It is unclear why
very long-chain n-3 PUFAs were not associated with short sleep
duration. It is possible our definition of short sleep duration (<7
h) compared with an alternative definition (e.g., <6 h) may have
altered risk associations. Our findings are, however, supported
by a recent randomized trial of the effects of either DHA, EPA,
or placebo on sleep in 84 healthy young adults that found that
DHA supplementation produced shorter sleep latency (time to
sleep onset) and greater sleep efficiency (time asleep/time in
bed) compared with placebo, while a trend toward greater sleep
efficiency with EPA supplementation was also observed (35).

Preclinical evidence provides biologic plausibility supporting
these findings through direct or downstream effects of PUFAs.
DHA has an important role in the pineal gland, which produces
melatonin and modulates sleep/wake cycles (36). Fatty acid
metabolites (prostaglandin D2, anandamide, and 2-arachidonyl
glycerol) are also involved in sleep/wake regulation (36).
Melatonin production in mice deficient in DHA or with a low
DHA:AA ratio in the brain is dysregulated and the sleep–wake
cycles are disturbed (19, 37, 38). EPA and DHA may also impact
sleep via serotonin. Both fatty acids play a role in serotonin
regulation (39), and the serotonergic system has been shown
to play a critical role in sleep initiation and sleep maintenance
(40). While AA has also been hypothesized to be involved in
sleep–wake modulation (41, 42), our findings do not suggest a
prominent role of AA (or LA) in sleep duration or difficulty
falling sleeping.

We found little evidence for associations between ALA, LA,
or AA and sleep duration or difficulty falling sleeping. ALA
conversion to EPA and DHA is limited (43). Correlations between
ALA, EPA, DPA, and DHA within individual cohorts in this
pooling project were generally modest and inconsistent. Findings
therefore suggest a specificity of association for very long-chain
n-3 PUFAs that may be related to sleep through biological
mechanisms unrelated to ALA, and n-6 PUFAs were also not
associated with sleep measures, in contrast to inverse associations
between LA concentrations with other health outcomes such as
cardiovascular disease, cardiovascular mortality and ischemic
stroke (44). The scarcity of interventional and observational

studies makes it difficult to draw firm conclusions in this area. Our
results highlight the need for a greater understanding of biological
mechanisms in preclinical and clinical models which consider
impacts of PUFAs and PUFA metabolites to provide context to
our findings.

The interaction analyses showed a lack of statistically
significant effects of sex, age, or BMI on associations of PUFAs
with sleep duration and difficulty falling sleeping. This suggests
that the results are not meaningfully different between men and
women or across age groups and body weight categories.

Our study has several strengths. Our collaborative pooling of
de novo analyses across multiple international cohorts of sleep
duration (including a total of 18,791 participants) and difficulty
falling sleeping (including a total of 12,500 participants) provides
by far the largest assessment to date of PUFA biomarkers
and sleep, increasing both generalizability and statistical power.
Cohorts spanned 5 countries and included populations with
diverse background diets, environmental settings, and lifestyle
practices, making it less likely that any single confounder would
explain our results, and increasing the generalizability of our
findings. Pooling of de novo, individual-level analyses offers
many benefits over meta-analyses of published studies, including
direct standardization of exposures, outcomes, covariables, and
statistical methods, which reduces bias and heterogeneity arising
from methodological variations. An additional strength of our
approach is the reduced risk for publication bias. Indeed, none of
the studies included here have findings previously published on
PUFAs and sleep and would thus not be included in publication-
based meta-analyses. Biomarker assessment of PUFAs reflects
both diet and metabolism and is not influenced by misreporting
of dietary intake.

There are also potential limitations to our study. Al-
though models adjusted for major potential confounders that
influence sleep, including age, chronic disease, and BMI, residual
confounding may still exist. For example, individuals who
have long sleep may have differing medical, occupational, or
familial characteristics. However, the findings were generally
consistent across populations with diverse demographics and
health characteristics and were present despite adjustment for
a range of demographic, socioeconomic, and health variables
in models. Power to detect potential sources of heterogeneity
such as lipid fraction and race/ethnicity was limited, requiring
further research. While blood and solid tissue may have differing
PUFA pharmacokinetics, all studies on sleep duration used blood
concentrations, and for difficulty falling asleep, only 1 study
(∼6% weight) used tissue concentrations. Findings excluding
that study (Uppsala Longitudinal Study of Adult Men) did
not appreciably change findings. Further, heterogeneity was
generally low to moderate. Power of interaction analyses were
subject to demographics and sampling of individual cohorts;
for example, distributions of age in different cohorts limited
assessment of interaction by the same age threshold across all
cohorts. The cross-sectional nature of the analyses precludes de-
termination of the temporal direction of the associations; that is,
very long chain n-3 PUFA concentrations could physiologically
contribute to disordered sleep patterns, or individuals with long
sleep could consume fewer very long chain n-3 PUFAs. Sleep
duration was self-reported in most cohorts, which may cause
misclassification of sleep duration (45) and attenuate findings
toward the null. In addition, difficulty falling asleep was assessed
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using a single question, which undoubtedly did not adequately
capture any nuances in this dimension of sleep. It is thus likely
that our results are conservative and may be biased toward the
null.

Conclusions
In this large, biomarker-based pooling project including 12

large studies from 5 nations, individuals with lower concentra-
tions of very long-chain n-3 PUFAs were more likely to have
sleep that exceeds the current recommended duration. These
findings highlight the importance of continued study of very
long-chain n-3 PUFAs and sleep given the health implications
of poor sleep. There is also a need to determine the temporality
of associations and to further understand the potential underlying
biological mechanisms.

The authors’ responsibilities were as follows—MD, WSH, MAB, MS,
NT, VDdM, EL, JKV, RAM: analyzed data; RAM: designed the research
question and approach, wrote the paper, and had primary responsibility for
final content; WSH, NT, DS, RNL, DM: made substantial contributions to
the manuscript; NT, LD, WSH, DM: gave substantial input on the analytical
protocol; and all authors: read and approved the final manuscript.

RAM has received consulting fees from Pharmavite LLC for projects
related to fatty acid biomarkers outside of the submitted work. WSH has a
financial interest in OmegaQuant Analtyics, LLC, a laboratory that offers
fatty acid testing. Dr. Mozaffarian reports research funding from the National
Institutes of Health, the Gates Foundation, and the Rockefeller Foundation;
personal fees from Acasti Pharma, America’s Test Kitchen, Barilla, Cleveland
Clinic Foundation, Danone, GOED, and Motif FoodWorks; being on the
scientific advisory board of Beren Therapeutics, Brightseed, Calibrate,
DayTwo (ended 6/20), Elysium Health, Filtricine, Foodome, HumanCo,
January Inc., Perfect Day, Season, and Tiny Organics; and chapter royalties
from UpToDate; all outside the submitted work. All other authors report no
conflicts of interest.

Data Availability
Data described in the manuscript, code book, and analytic code

will be made available upon request pending approval from the
Fatty Acids and Outcomes Research Consortium.

References
1. Strine TW, Chapman DP. Associations of frequent sleep insufficiency

with health-related quality of life and health behaviors. Sleep Med
2005;6(1):23–7.

2. Tamakoshi A, Ohno Y, JACC Study Group. Self-reported sleep duration
as a predictor of all-cause mortality: results from the JACC study, Japan.
Sleep 2004;27(1):51–4.

3. Patel SR, Ayas NT, Malhotra MR, White DP, Schernhammer ES,
Speizer FE, Stampfer MJ, Hu FB. A prospective study of sleep duration
and mortality risk in women. Sleep 2004;27(3):440–4.

4. Kojima M, Wakai K, Kawamura T, Tamakoshi A, Aoki R, Lin
Y, Nakayama T, Horibe H, Aoki N, Ohno Y. Sleep patterns and
total mortality: a 12-year follow-up study in Japan. J Epidemiol
2000;10(2):87–93.

5. Kripke DF, Garfinkel L, Wingard DL, Klauber MR, Marler MR.
Mortality associated with sleep duration and insomnia. Arch Gen
Psychiatry 2002;59(2):131.

6. Qureshi AI, Giles WH, Croft JB, Bliwise DL. Habitual sleep patterns
and risk for stroke and coronary heart disease: a 10-year follow-up from
NHANES I. Neurology 1997;48(4):904–10.

7. Ayas NT, White DP, Manson JE, Stampfer MJ, Speizer FE, Malhotra
A, Hu GB. A prospective study of sleep duration and coronary heart
disease in women. Arch Intern Med 2003;163(2):205.

8. Gottlieb DJ, Punjabi NM, Newman AB, Resnick HE, Redline S,
Baldwin CM, Nieto FJ. Association of sleep time with diabetes mellitus
and impaired glucose tolerance. Arch Intern Med 2005;165(8):863.

9. Ayas NT, White DP, Al-Delaimy WK, Manson JE, Stampfer MJ,
Speizer FE, Patel S, Hu FB. A prospective study of self-reported
sleep duration and incident diabetes in women. Diabetes Care
2003;26(2):380–4.

10. Kwok CS, Kontopantelis E, Kuligowski G, Gray M, Muhyaldeen A,
Gale CP, Peat GM, Cleator J, Chew-Graham C, Kong Loke Y, et al.
Self-reported sleep duration and quality and cardiovascular disease
and mortality: a dose-response meta-analysis. J Am Heart Assoc
2018;7(15):e008552.

11. Newman AB, Spiekerman CF, Enright P, Lefkowitz D, Manolio
T, Reynolds CF, Robbins J. Daytime sleepiness predicts mortality
and cardiovascular disease in older adults. J Am Geriatr Soc
2000;48(2):115–23.

12. Sofi F, Cesari F, Casini A, Macchi C, Abbate R, Gensini GF. Insomnia
and risk of cardiovascular disease: a meta-analysis. Eur J Prev Cardiol
2014;21(1):57–64.

13. Parthasarathy S, Vasquez MM, Halonen M, Bootzin R, Quan SF,
Martinez FD, Guerra S. Persistent insomnia is associated with mortality
risk. Am J Med 2015;128(3):268–275.e2.

14. Are you getting enough sleep? [Internet]. Atlanta (GA): CDC. [cited
October 28, 2019]. Available from: https://www.cdc.gov/features/sleep
/index.html.

15. National Sleep Foundation recommends new sleep times [Internet].
Seattle (WA): National Sleep Foundation. [cited October 28, 2019].
Available from: https://www.sleepfoundation.org/press-release/nation
al-sleep-foundation-recommends-new-sleep-times.

16. CDC. Data and statistics—sleep and sleep disorders [Internet]. Atlanta
(GA): CDC. [cited October 28, 2019]. Available from: https://www.cd
c.gov/sleep/data_statistics.html.

17. CDC. About our program—sleep and sleep disorders [Internet]. Atlanta
(GA): CDC. [cited October 28, 2019]. Available from: https://www.cd
c.gov/sleep/about_us.html.

18. Urade Y, Hayaishi O. Prostaglandin D2 and sleep/wake regulation.
Sleep Med Rev 2011;15(6):411–18.

19. Zaouali-Ajina M, Gharib A, Durand G, Gazzah N, Claustrat
B, Gharib C, Sarda N. Dietary docosahexaenoic acid-enriched
phospholipids normalize urinary melatonin excretion in adult (n-
3) polyunsaturated fatty acid-deficient rats. J Nutr 1999;129(11):
2074–80.

20. Papandreou C. Independent associations between fatty acids and sleep
quality among obese patients with obstructive sleep apnoea syndrome.
J Sleep Res 2013;22(5):569–72.

21. Ladesich JB, Pottala JV, Romaker A, Harris WS. Membrane level of
omega-3 docosahexaenoic acid is associated with severity of obstructive
sleep apnea. J Clin Sleep Med 2011;07(04):391–6.

22. Montgomery P, Burton JR, Sewell RP, Spreckelsen TF, Richardson AJ.
Fatty acids and sleep in UK children: subjective and pilot objective sleep
results from the DOLAB study—a randomized controlled trial. J Sleep
Res 2014;23(4):364–88.

23. Jansen EC, Conroy DA, Burgess HJ, O’Brien LM, Cantoral A, Téllez-
Rojo MM, Peterson KE, Baylin A. Plasma DHA is related to sleep
timing and duration in a cohort of Mexican adolescents. J Nutr
2020;150(3):592–8.

24. Del Brutto OH, Mera RM, Ha J-E, Gillman J, Zambrano M, Castillo PR.
Dietary fish intake and sleep quality: a population-based study. Sleep
Med 2016;17:126–8.

25. Yehuda S, Rabinovitz S, Mostofsk DI. Essential fatty acids and sleep:
mini-review and hypothesis. Med Hypotheses 1998;50(2):139–45.

26. Wu JHY, Marklund M, Imamura F, Tintle N, Ardisson Korat AV,
de Goede J, Zhou X, Yang W, de Oliveira Otto MC, et al. Omega-
6 fatty acid biomarkers and incident type 2 diabetes: pooled analysis
of individual-level data for 39 740 adults from 20 prospective cohort
studies. Lancet Diabetes Endocrinol 2017;5(12):965–74.

27. Del Gobbo LC, Imamura F, Aslibekyan S, Marklund M, Virtanen JK,
Wennberg M, Yakoob MY, Chiuve SE, Dela Cruz L, Frazier-Wood
AC, et al. ω-3 polyunsaturated fatty acid biomarkers and coronary
heart disease: pooling project of 19 cohort studies. JAMA Intern Med
2016;176(8):1155–66.

28. Grandner MA, Kripke DF, Naidoo N, Langer RD. Relationships among
dietary nutrients and subjective sleep, objective sleep, and napping in
women. Sleep Med 2010;11(2):180–4.

https://www.cdc.gov/features/sleep/index.html
https://www.sleepfoundation.org/press-release/national-sleep-foundation-recommends-new-sleep-times
https://www.cdc.gov/sleep/data_statistics.html
https://www.cdc.gov/sleep/about_us.html


876 Murphy et al.

29. Grandner MA, Drummond SPA. Who are the long sleepers? Towards
an understanding of the mortality relationship. Sleep Med Rev
2007;11(5):341–60.

30. Watson NF, Badr MS, Belenky G, Bliwise DL, Buxton OM, Buysse
D, Dinges DF, Gangwisch J, Grandner MA, Kushida C, et al.
Recommended amount of sleep for a healthy adult: a joint consensus
statement of the American Academy of Sleep Medicine and Sleep
Research Society. Sleep 2015;38(6):843–3.

31. Krebs-Smith SM, Pannucci TE, Subar AF, Kirkpatrick SI, Lerman JL,
Tooze JA, Wilson MM, Reedy J. Update of the Healthy Eating Index:
HEI-2015. J Acad Nutri Diet 2018;118(9):1591–602.

32. Higgins JP, Thompson SG. Quantifying heterogeneity in a meta-
analysis. Stat Med 2002;21(11):1539–58.

33. Serhan CN. Novel lipid mediators and resolution mechanisms in acute
inflammation: to resolve or not? Am J Pathol 2010;177(4):1576–91.

34. Baylin A, Kim MK, Donovan-Palmer A, Siles X, Dougherty L, Tocco
P, Campos H. Fasting whole blood as a biomarker of essential fatty
acid intake in epidemiologic studies: comparison with adipose tissue
and plasma. Am J Epidemiol 2005;162(4):373–81.

35. Patan MJ, Kennedy DO, Husberg C, Hustvedt SO, Calder PC,
Middleton B, Khan J, Forster J, Jackson PA. Differential effects of
DHA- and EPA-rich oils on sleep in healthy young adults: a randomized
controlled trial. Nutrients 2021;13(1):248.

36. Catalá A. The function of very long chain polyunsaturated fatty acids
in the pineal gland. Biochimic Biophys Acta 2010;1801(2):95–9.

37. Zhang H, Hamilton JH, Salem N, Kim HY. N-3 fatty acid deficiency
in the rat pineal gland: effects on phospholipid molecular species
composition and endogenous levels of melatonin and lipoxygenase
products. J Lipid Res 1998;39(7):1397–403.

38. Lavialle M, Champeil-Potokar G, Alessandri JM, Balasse L, Guesnet
P, Papillon C, Pevet P, Vancassel S, Vivien-Roels B, Denis I. An (n-
3) polyunsaturated fatty acid-deficient diet disturbs daily locomotor

activity, melatonin rhythm, and striatal dopamine in Syrian hamsters.
J Nutr 2008;138(9):1719–24.

39. Hibbeln JR, Ferguson TA, Blasbalg TL. Omega-3 fatty acid deficiencies
in neurodevelopment, aggression and autonomic dysregulation:
opportunities for intervention. Int Rev Psychiatry 2006;18(2):
107–18.

40. Oikonomou G, Altermatt M, Zhang R, Coughlin GM, Montz C,
Gradinaru V, Prober DA. The serotonergic raphe promote sleep in
zebrafish and mice. Neuron 2019;103(4):686–701.e8.

41. Berger A, Crozier G, Bisogno T, Cavaliere P, Innis S, Di Marzo
V. Anandamide and diet: inclusion of dietary arachidonate and
docosahexaenoate leads to increased brain levels of the corresponding
N-acylethanolamines in piglets. Proc Natl Acad Sci 2001;98(11):6402–
6.

42. Murillo-Rodriguez E, Poot-Ake A, Arias-Carrion O, Pacheco-Pantoja
E, Fuente-Ortegon A, Arankowsky-Sandoval G. The emerging role of
the endocannabinoid system in the sleep-wake cycle modulation. Cent
Nerv Syst Agents Med Chem 2011;11(3):189–96.

43. Brenna JT, Salem N, Sinclair AJ, Cunnane SC, International Society
for the Study of Fatty Acids and Lipids, ISSFAL. alpha-Linolenic acid
supplementation and conversion to n-3 long-chain polyunsaturated fatty
acids in humans. Prostaglandins Leukot Essent Fatty Acids 2009;80(2-
3):85–91.

44. Marklund M, Wu JHY, Imamura F, Del Gobbo LC, Fretts A, de Goede J,
Shi P, Tintle N, Wennberg M, Aslibekyan S, et al. Biomarkers of dietary
omega-6 fatty acids and incident cardiovascular disease and mortality:
an individual-level pooled analysis of 30 cohort studies. Circulation
2019;139(21):2422–36.

45. Jackson CL, Ward JB, Johnson DA, Sims M, Wilson J, Redline
S. Concordance between self-reported and actigraphy-assessed sleep
duration among African-American adults: findings from the Jackson
Heart Sleep Study. Sleep 2020;43(3):zsz246.


